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® Methods and systems for fluid identification and flow rate determination. 

© Methods and systems for determining the identity of a fluid are provided, along with methods and systems 
for determining the fluid's flow rate and methods and systems for linearizing output signals provided by flow 
determination systems. 

Preferred methods for determining fluid flow comprise passing a test fluid through a conduit (20), 
maintaining a heating means (e.g. 24) at a temperature greater than the temperature of the conduit (20) in the 
presence of the test fluid, generating a test input voltage required to maintain the heating means (e.g. 24) at said 
temperature, providing to a processing means (40) a data set comprising the test input voltage, and comparing 
the test input voltage with at least one reference input voltage via the processing means (40) to determine the 
identity of the test fluid. The methods further comprise generating an output signal, providing to a processing 
means (40) a data set which comprises the output signal, and applying, via the processing means (40), a flow 
function to the data set to calculate the flow rate. 
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Background of th Invention 

This invention relates to methods and systems for identifying fluids and determining fluid flow rates and, 
more particularly, to methods and systems for determining gas flow rates using a hot wire anemometer. 

Instruments which rely upon controlled fluid flow are commonly employed in a wide variety of 
applications, such as sample purification, chemical analysis, clinical assay, and industrial processing. Many 
instruments, such as high pressure liquid chromatographs (HPLC), gas chromatographs (GC), clinical 
analyzers, and flow-injection analyzers, require precisely-controlled flow. 

It is known in the art to determine gas flow rates by determining the flow rate with a hot wire 
anemometer. In a hot wire anemometer, the gas typically is passed over a single heated wire, reducing the 
temperature of the wire. The change in resistance of the heated wire is determined and correlated with the 
flow rate of the gas. A more advanced technique employs two temperature sensing elements located a 
fixed and equal distance from a heat source. The gas is passed through the system, reducing the 
temperature of the upstream sensor and increasing the temperature of the downstream sensor. The 
temperature difference is then recorded as an output signal. 

One major drawback of hot wire anemometers is the nonlinear and fluid-dependent manner in which 
they respond to fluid flow. Thus, the output signal is rarely useful by itself and must typically be augmented 
by other data. For applications wherein multiple gases are employed, both gas type information and the 
calibration curves corresponding to each of the different gases are necessary to determine the flow rate. A 
computer can be used to linearize or calculate flow rate from calibration curves. However, gas type 
information must first be fed into the computer in order to do so. Data processing in this manner requires 
initial identification of the gas and the performance of time-consuming data input steps. 

It would thus be of great advantage in determining fluid flow to provide a flow system which is capable 
of automatically identifying the type of fluid passing through the system. It would also be of great advantage 
to provide a system which is capable of determining the flow rates of different fluids from a single, 
linearized response curve. 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention provides methods and systems for determining the identity of a fluid, methods 
and systems for determining the fluid's flow rate, and methods and systems for linearizing output signals 
provided by flow determination systems. 

The methods for determining fluid identity are preferably performed using a conduit which comprises 
heating means and a voltage source coupled with the heating means, capable of providing input voltage 
thereto. Preferred identification methods comprise passing a test fluid through the conduit, maintaining the 
heating means at a temperature greater than the temperature of the conduit in the presence of the test fluid, 
generating a test input voltage required to maintain the heating means at said temperature, providing to a 
processing means a data set comprising the test input voltage, and comparing the test input voltage with at 
least one reference input voltage to determine the identity of the test fluid. 

The methods for determining the fluid flow rate are preferably performed using systems which comprise 
a conduit, output means, and a voltage source. The conduit preferably comprises a first sensor, a second 
sensor a first predetermined distance from the first sensor, and heating means a second predetermined 
distance from both the first sensor and the second sensor. The output means is preferably coupled with the 
first sensor and the second sensor and is capable of generating an output signal representative of the 
difference in temperature therebetween. The voltage source is preferably coupled with the heating means 
and is capable of providing input voltage thereto. 

Preferred methods for determining fluid flow comprise determining the identity of the fluid, passing the 
fluid through the conduit, maintaining the heating means at a temperature greater than the temperature of 
the conduit, generating an output signal, and providing to processing means a data set which comprises the 
output signal. The methods further comprises applying, via the processing means, a flow function to the 
data set. In one preferred method, the flow function is applied to the data set according to: 

u = (pCpUk)- 1 * [ Log.W - Log.(* - AT) J 

where u is the flow rate, p is the density of the fluid. C w is the thermal capacity of the fluid, L is the second 
pr determined distance, k is the thermal conductivity of the fluid, + is constant which d pends upon the 
geometry of the conduit, and AT is the temperature difference between the first sensor and the second 
sensor. 
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The methods for linearizing output signals are preferably performed with the flow determination systems 
of the invention and comprise passing a test fluid through the conduit at a plurality of flow rates, maintaining 
the heating means at a temperature greater than the temperature of the conduit, generating a plurality of 
test output signals at each of the plurality of flow rates, providing to a processing means a data set which 
5 comprises the plurality of test output signals; and applying, via the processing means, a linearizing function 
to the data set. Preferably, the linearizing function is applied to the data set according to: 

f = m [Log.(a, r7 ,) - Log.(a„ r , -v 0 )] 

w where f is the linearized output signal, tx m and are experimentally derived constants dependent upon 
the conduit and the test fluid, and v e is the test output signal. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Figure 1 depicts a fluid identification system according to the present invention. 

Figure 2a is a perspective view of a conduit according to the present invention, wherein the front portion 
thereof has been omitted. 

Figure 2b is a cross-sectional view of a conduit according to the present invention. 
Figure 3 depicts a flow determination system according to the present invention. 
Figure 4 depicts a circuit useful in a flow determination system according to the present invention. 
Figure 5 is a graphical representation of output signal versus input voltage for three gases. 
Figure 6 is a graphical representation of volumetric flow rate versus output signal for three gases. 
Figure 7 is a graphical representation of normalized volume flow rate versus output signal for three 
gases. 

Figure 8 is a graphical representation of flow rate versus flow calculated from output signal for three 
gases. 

Figure 9 depicts a processing means according to the present invention. 
Detailed Description of the Invention 

30 

The methods and systems of the present invention may be employed to identify and determine the flow 
rates of a wide variety of fluids. Fluids include gases, liquids, supercritical fluids, plastic solids, multiple 
component gases and liquids, and mixtures of solids and liquids capable of flow. Gases are preferred fluids 
according to the present invention. 

35 The fluid identification methods may be practiced in a wide variety of systems which comprise a 
conduit. It will be appreciated that the term conduit encompasses any tube, pipe, or other vessel having the 
capacity to substantially contain and direct the flow of the fluid passed therethrough. Preferred conduits are 
fabricated from a wide variety of materials having at least minimal thermal conductivity. Conduits according 
to the present invention comprise a heating means substantially contained within the conduit. The heating 

40 means may be any of those known in the art. Preferred heating means comprise electrically resistive 
materials. 

A voltage source is preferably coupled with the heating means. Any of the wide variety of voltage 
sources known in the art are suitable for employment in the present invention, so long as they are capable 
of providing an input voltage to the heating means in order to maintain the heating means at a 
45 predetermined temperature. It is preferred that the predetermined temperature be greater than the 
temperature of the conduit, more preferably greater than the inside wall of the conduit. Preferred voltage 
sources are capable of providing a variable voltage to the heating means to maintain the predetermined 
temperature. 

Preferred fluid identification systems further comprise processing means coupled with both the voltage 
so source and the output means. Processing means amenable to the practice of this invention consist of a 
computing device such a microprocessor, microcontroller, capacitor, switch, logic gate, or any equivalent 
logic device capable of compiling and executing instructions. Processing means preferably are coupled with 
a data input means such as a keyboard and a data output means such as a video display or printer. 
Preferred processing means further include one or more devices for the storage of data, such as magnetic 
55 disks or tape. Processing means preferably also comprise an operating system or programming environ- 
ment for the g neration of source code in the appropriate programming language, along with a compiler or 
other means of converting such source code into executable programs. 
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One preferred fluid identification system is depicted in Hgure 1. This system comprises a fluid source 
(10) having metering means (12) for increasing or decreasing the flow rate of the fluid. The metering means 
may be any of those known in the art, such as valves, nozzles, and needles. A preferred fluid source is a 
canister which comprises pressurized gas. The fluid source is placed in fluid communication with a conduit 
5 (20) by way of tubing, piping, or some other suitable means (14) for transporting the fluid to the conduit. 
Preferred conduits according the present invention are depicted in Figures 2a and 2b. The conduit of Figure 
2b is commercially-available from the MicroSwitch Company of Freeport, IL. Conduits useful for fluid 
identification comprise a heating means (24a or 24b). Preferred fluid identification systems further comprise 
a voltage source (32) coupled with the heating means and with a processing means (40) which is, in turn, 

io coupled with a data output means (44) and a data input means (46). 

Methods for determining the identity of test fluids in systems such as described above comprise 
passing the test fluid through the conduit. This is typically accomplished by opening a valve on a gas 
cylinder connected with the conduit. A test input voltage is then applied to the heating means in order to 
maintain the heating means at a temperature greater than the temperature of the conduit in the presence of 

75 the test fluid. 

A data set comprising the test input voltage is next provided to the processing means. Preferably, the 
processing means comprises at least one reference input voltage. A reference input voltage is the input 
voltage required to maintain the heating means at a temperature greater than the temperature of the conduit 
in the presence of a reference fluid at a zero flow rate. Reference input voltages are preferably compiled by 
20 passing the reference fluid through the conduit, terminating passage of the reference fluid, applying a 
reference input voltage to the heating means, and recording the reference input voltage. 

The test input voltage is then compared with at least one reference input voltage via the processing 
means to determine the identity of the test fluid. The input voltage required to maintain the temperature of 
the heating means in the presence of the fluid is believed to be a unique characteristic of the fluid. Thus, 
25 when the reference input voltages provided to the processing means correspond to hydrogen, nitrogen, and 
oxygen gas and the test input voltage is identical to the reference input voltage for hydrogen gas, it can 
reasonably be concluded that the reference fluid comprises hydrogen gas. 

However, the input voltage for a fluid is to some degree dependent upon the fluid's flow rate. Thus, an 
unknown gas may be identified with greater accuracy where its flow rate is known or at least approximated. 
30 A list of input voltages for different known gasses at different output signals can be stored in the processing 
means. The input voltage and flow rate for an unknown gas can then be compared to the list to determine 
the identity of the unknown gas. 

The present invention also provides methods for determining the flow rate of a fluid. These methods 
may be practiced in a wide variety of systems. Preferably, the systems comprise means for identifying the 
35 fluid. Preferred flow determination systems further comprise a conduit and metering means for passing the 
fluid through the conduit at a fixed rate. The conduit comprises a first sensor and a second sensor a first 
predetermined distance from the first sensor. The sensors preferably are selected from any of the 
temperature sensors known in the art. Preferred temperature sensors are temperature dependent resistors, 
diodes or transistors. The conduit further comprises a heating means located a second predetermined 
40 distance from both the first sensor and the second sensor. 

The flow determination systems further comprise output means coupled with the first sensor and the 
second sensor and capable of generating an output signal representative of the temperature difference 
between the first sensor and the second sensor. The flow determination systems preferably further 
comprises a voltage source coupled with the heating means, capable of providing input voltage thereto. 

A preferred flow determination system is depicted in Figure 3. This system comprises a fluid source 
(10) having metering means (12) for increasing or decreasing the flow rate of the fluid. A preferred fluid 
source is a canister which comprises pressurized gas. The fluid source is placed in fluid communication 
with a conduit (20) by way of tubing, piping, or some other suitable means (14) for transporting the fluid to 
the conduit. Preferred conduits for fluid determination are depicted in Figures 2a and 2b and comprise a 
heating means (24a or 24b), a first sensor (26a or 26b), and a second sensor (28a or 28b). 

The fluid determination systems further comprise an output means (34) coupled with the first sensor 
and the second sensor. A preferred output means is depicted in Figure 4, wherein the first sensor (26b) and 
the second sensor (28b) are arranged together with resistor elements in a Wheatstone bridge configuration 
to produce an output signal (v e ) via a differential amplifier (35). Preferred output means further comprise 
means for signal addition (36) and means for providing offset voltage (37). The first sensor and the second 
sensor may alternatively be coupled with two constant current sources such that a change in the sensor 
resistance due to a change in temperature will effect a change in the output signal and the output means 
amplifies the voltage output. 
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The fluid determination system depicted in Figure 3 further comprises a voltage source (32) coupled 
with the heating means and with a processing means (40). The processing means is preferably coupled 
with a data output means (44) and a data input means (46). 

The preferred methods for determining the flow rate of a fluid in the described systems comprise 
5 determining the identity of the fluid. The identity of the fluid may be determined by the methods of the 
present invention or by some alternative means. Preferred fluid determination methods further comprise 
passing the test fluid through the conduit at a fixed flow rate, maintaining the heating means at a 
temperature greater than the temperature of the conduit in the presence of the test fluid, and generating an 
output signal representative of the difference in temperature between the first sensor and the second 
70 sensor. A data set which comprises the output signal is then provided to the processing means and a flow 
function is applied to the data set via the processing means to calculate the flow rate. 

Where it is desired to control fluid flow by maintaining a predetermined flow rate, the calculated (actual) 
flow rate may then be compared with the predetermined flow rate. If the calculated flow rate is greater than 
the predetermined flow rate, the flow rate is decreased by, for example, incrementally closing the valve on 
75 the tank. If the calculated flow rate is less than the predetermined flow rate, the flow rate is increased by 
incrementally opening the valve on the tank. 

A number of flow functions are employable in the present invention and are derived by analyzing a 
conduit such as depicted in Figure 2a. Those skilled in the art will appreciate that the simplified form of the 
energy equation for gas flow for a conduit such as depicted in Figure 2a can be expressed as: 


20 


a 2 T a 2 T pC n \X dT 

a/ af k dx 
* (i) 

where p, k, C r and u are the density, thermal conductivity, thermal capacity and the x-direction flow velocity 
of the gas. If viscosity, pressure variation, and flow velocity in the y and z directions are neglected, re- 
30 arranging Equation 1 provides: 

a 2 T pc w u dr a*T 
35 ax 2 k ax ay 2 

(2) 

40 Substituting the identity T(x,y) = G(x) F(y) into Equation 2 yields Equations 3 and 4. 

i a 2 F 

45 F ay 2 (3) 
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The solution of Equation 3 is given by the sum of the eigenfunctions: 
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70 


F(y) = e ?-„ A , COS(A e y) + B e SIN(A,y) 

(5) 

where X, are eigenvalues given by 2(n + 1)rr/4H and A, and B. are coefficients to be determined by the 
boundary conditions. Equation 4 can be solved in terms of X,. The characteristic roots of Equation 4 for 

each X n aacl 
n, 2 = (pC,u/2k) ± t( P Cpu/2k) 2 + X n 2 ] 0 - 5 (6) 
Thus, G(x) can be expanded according to Equation 7. 
75 G( X ) = C.EXP -{ (pC.u/2k) + [(pC w \jJ2kf + K 2 f * } x + D.EXP -{( P C„u/2k) - [(pCufck) 2 + X. 2 ] 05 } x - 

For x > 0, the second exponential function tends to infinity and is not admissible; that is, D, = O. Similarly, 
C. = 0 for the solution with x < 0. Thus, we have Equations 8 and 9. 


20 


G(x > O) = C.EXP -{( P Cpu/2k + [( P C w u/2k) 2 + X n 2 *°- 5 S « (8) 

G(x < 0) = D.EXP -{( P Cpu/2k - [(pC.ii/2k) 2 + (9) 

25 These two equations are equal at x = 0. Thus, C. = D.. By combining F(y) and G(x) and taking 
temperature differences at x = L and x = -L, one obtains Equation (10). 
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AT " ^ C * f A e COS(A e y) + B f SIN(A,y) ] 

* SINH(pC w uL/2k) * EXP { •[(pC ft uL/2k) 2 + (A f L) 2 ] 0 5 ) 

(10) 

Thus, the temperature difference between two points equally spaced from the heating means is a function 
of the flow velocity, u, and the thermal diffusivity. Further simplification to Equation 11 is possible by 
assuming X, « pC„u/2k. 

AT = * (1 - EXPI-pCuUk]) (11) 
where 

* = £ C * [ A c COS(A,y) + B e SIN(A e y) ] 

(12) 


The term which is expressed as a temperature, depends upon the geometry of the conduit employed 
and the position therein of the sensors and the heating means. Those skilled in the art will recognize that 
the calculation of * can be quite rigorous. An experimentally-derived substitute for ^ can be more easily 
determined by, for example, passing a known gas through the conduit at a plurality of known flow rates. The 
55 temperature difference (AT) between the sensors is then determined at each flow rate and transformed into 
an output signal (v e ) by way of an appropriate circuit. The output signals are then compared with the known 
flow rates. Typically, the output signals will differ from their corresponding known flow rate by the same 
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voltage amount, G T . Like ^, G r is dependent upon the conduit. Hence, G T and ^ may in certain applications 
be substituted for one another in applying flow functions according to the present invention, as may AT and 
v e . 

Equation 1 1 can be inverted to obtain flow velocity as a function of the temperature difference between 
5 the first sensor and the second sensor, as shown in Equation 13. 

u = (pCpUk)" 1 * [ Log.W - Log.^-AT) ] (13) 

By assuming u proportional to volumetric or mass flow, a relation is derived between the flow rate and the 
w temperature difference between the sensing elements. Hence, the volumetric or mass flow rate can be 
determined by determining the temperature difference between the first sensor and the second sensor. 

The present invention will now be further described by reference to the following examples thereof, 
which are not intended to be limiting. 

75 Example 1 

A system similar to that depicted in Figure 3, Figure 2b, and Figure 4 was established, except that a 
Model 821 Top = Trak™ flow monitor by the Sierra Instrument Co. of Carmel Valley, CA was placed 
between a gas canister (10) and the conduit (20) to accurately determine the fluid flow rate. The first sensor 
20 26(b) and the second sensor 28(b) were temperature dependent resistors. The processing means (40) was 
a Hewlett-Packard Vectra™ computer. 

Air, hydrogen gas, and helium gas contained in canisters were individually passed through the conduit. 
Various volumetric flow rates were effected by adjusting the valve (12) on the canister. These rates were 
determined with the flow monitor and recorded. An input voltage sufficient to maintain the heating means at 
25 160*C above the temperature of the conduit was provided. These reference input voltage were recorded, 
along with the output signals corresponding to the various flow rates. 

Figure 5 shows the input voltage required at varying signal output levels. As can be seen, input voltage 
is a strong function of gas type and depends only weakly upon the gas flow rate. 

Figure 6 shows the output signal versus the volumetric flow rate. The same set of data were plotted in 
30 Figure 7 with the volume flow rate normalized by comparison with a reference fluid, in this case air, 
according to Equation 14, wherein all gas properties are taken at 20 *C. Any gas could have been selected 
as the reference fluid; similarly, any liquid is believed to be employable as a reference fluid where the test 
fluid is a liquid. 

35 

(pC w /k) vtfu 

(14) 

40 

It will be recognized that the small discrepancies between the response curves in Figure 7 can be 
eliminated by multiplying the normalized flow rate with an experimentally determined factor which was 
found to range between 0.8 to 1.1 for hydrogen, helium, carbon dioxide and argon. 
45 The experimental data were also fitted, via the processing means, with an equation of the form: 

f = 0 * [Log,(a) - Log, (a - {v c - V^,,})] (15) 

where f is the volumetric flow rate, a and £ are constants determined by a minimum mean square error fit 
so to the experimental curves, v„ is the output signal and V^,, is the output signal at zero flow, 1.0 volts in the 
present case. Those skilled in the art will recognize that a is related to the properties of the gas and the 
conduit geometry, whereas 0 is related to the properties of the gas and the cross-sectional area of the 
conduit. Those skilled in the art will also recognize that mathematical programs are commercially-available 
for performing minimum mean square rror fit to data such as the response curve for a gas. A preferred 
55 program is Mathematical from Wolfram Research Inc. of Champaign, IL. 

In Figure 8, f is plotted in a near-linear fashion versus the known volum trie flow rate for the different 
gases. Thus, application of Equation 15 provides a method for linearizing the output signals for the tested 
gases. The values for a and 0 for ach gas are provided in the legend of the graph in Figure 8. It will be 


7 


EP 0 484 645 A1 


appreciated that such values such as these which are both experimentally derived and compiled provide 
one example of reference constants according to the present invention. Reference input voltages and 
reference output signals are likewise reference constants. 

5 Example 2 

An unknown test gas is passed at a fixed, yet unknown, flow rate through the system depicted in Figure 
3. It is desired to pass the test gas through the system at a flow rate of 500 seem. The input voltage 
required to maintain the heating means 160* C above the ambient temperature is recorded as 6.3 volts. The 
output signal is also recorded. 

The input voltage and the output signal are provided as a data set to a processing means. The input 
voltage is compared with the reference input voltages generated in Example 1 and the identity of the test 
gas is determined to be helium. 

A flow function is then applied via the processing means to the data set according to: 

f - /U, * [ Log ( (G T ) - Log.CG. - v.) ] (16) 

where f is the fixed flow rate, & m is the constant determined in Example 1 for helium, G T is an 
experimentally derived constant voltage dependent upon the conduit, and v„ is the output signal. 
20 The flow function is solved for f f the flow rate, and found to be 400 seem. Since this value is lower than 
500 seem, the fixed flow rate is increased. The flow rate is re-calculated and the fixed flow rate adjusted 
until the calculated flow rate is equal to 500 seem. 

Example 3 

25 

The procedure of Example 2 is repeated, except that the processing means is a circuit such as 
depicted in Figure 9, having means for providing a voltage G T (92), means for signal addition (93 or 94), 
means for applying a logarithm function (95 or 96), and amplification means (97) having a gain of 0 W€Tr . 

30 Example 4 

An unknown test gas is passed at a fixed, yet unknown, flow rate through the system depicted in Figure 
3. It is desired to pass the test gas through the system at a flow rate of 500 seem. 

After a short interval, the passage of the fluid is terminated. The input voltage required to maintain the 
35 heating means 160*C above the ambient temperature is recorded as 6.3 volts. The output signal is 
recorded as 1 .0 volts. Passage of the fluid is then resumed. 

The input voltage and the output signal are provided as a data set to a processing means. The input 
voltage is compared with the reference input voltages generated in Example 1 and the identity of the test 
gas is determined to be helium. 
40 A flow function is then applied via the processing means to the data set according to: 

f - 0«t„ * [ Log.tG,) - Log.fG, - (v e - V^J) ] (17) 

where f is the fixed flow rate, & w „ w is the constant determined in Example 1 for helium, is an 
45 experimentally derived constant voltage dependent upon the conduit, v 0 is the output signal, and V offT „ is 
the output signal at zero flow, 1 .0 volts in the present case. 

The flow function is solved for f, the flow rate, and found to be 400 seem. Since this value is lower than 
500 seem, the fixed flow rate is increased. The flow rate is re-calculated and the fixed flow rate adjusted 
until the calculated flow rate is equal to 500 seem. 

50 

Example 5 

An unknown test gas is passed through the system depicted in Figure 3 at a fixed, yet unknown, flow 
rate. It is desired to pass the test gas through the system at a flow rate of 500 seem. 
55 The input voltage required to maintain the heating means 160°C above the ambient t mperature is 
recorded as 6.6 volts. The output signal is recorded as 0.2 volts. The input voltage and output signal are 
provided to a proc ssing means as a data set. 
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The input voltage is compared with the reference input voltages generated in Example 1. The identity of 
the test gas cannot conclusively be determined by such a comparison, as its input voltage is between the 
reference input voltages for helium (6.3 volts) and hydrogen (6.9 volts). Therefore, the input voltage of the 
test gas at an output signal of 0.2 volts is compared with the input voltages for helium and hydrogen at an 
output signal of 0.2 volts, and the test gas is identified as helium. Air is selected as the reference fluid with 
which the test gas will be compared. 

A flow function is then applied via the processing means to the data set according to: 

f ■ 0,<r,{Uf>CJkUy[(pCJk)„,}} * [ Log.(G T ) - Log,(G T - v.) ] (18) 

where f is the fixed flow rate, 0„r, is the constant determined in Example 1 for helium, (pC„/k)„ f relates to 
air, (pQJk)^, relates to the test gas, p is the density of the gas, C„ is the thermal capacity of the gas, k is 
the thermal conductivity of the gas, G T an experimentally derived constant voltage dependent upon the 
conduit, and v 0 is the output signal. 

The flow function is solved for f, the flow rate, and found to be 400 seem. Since this value is lower than 
500 seem, the fixed flow rate is increased. The flow rate is re-calculated and the fixed flow rate adjusted 
until the calculated flow rate is equal to 500 seem. 

Example 6 

The procedure of Example 5 is repeated, except that a flow function is applied via the processing 
means to the data set according to: 

f = + fi m * ilf>CJkUy[(pCJkUAY [Log.(a_G 7 ) - Log.^G. -v.)] (19) 

where f is the fixed flow rate, a w „ and 0 m are the constants determined in Example 1 for helium, (pC w /k) mt 
relates to air, {pCJk) w , relates to the test gas, p is the density of the gas, C w is the thermal capacity of the 
gas, k is the thermal conductivity of the gas, G T is an experimentally derived constant voltage dependent 
upon the conduit, and v e is the output signal. 

Those skilled in the art will appreciate that numerous changes and modifications may be made to the 
preferred embodiments of the invention and that such changes and modifications may be made without 
departing from the spirit of the invention. It is therefore intended that the appended claims cover all such 
equivalent variations as fall within the true spirit and scope of the invention. 

Claims 

1. A method for determining the identity of a test fluid in a system which comprises: 

a conduit (20) comprising a heating means (e.g. 24a); and 

a voltage source (32) coupled with the heating means (e.g. 24), capable of providing input voltage 
thereto; 

said method characterized by: 

passing the test fluid through the conduit (20); 

maintaining the heating means (e.g. 24) at a temperature greater than the temperature of the 
conduit (20) in the presence of the test fluid; 

generating a test input voltage required to maintain the heating means (e.g. 24) at said tempera- 
ture; 

providing to a processing means (40) a data set comprising the test input voltage; and 
comparing the test input voltage with at least one reference input voltage via the processing means 
(40) to determine the identity of the test fluid. 

2. A method for determining the flow rate of a test fluid in a system which comprises: 

a conduit (20) which comprises: 
a first sensor (e.g. 26a); 

a second sensor (e.g. 28a) a first predetermined distance from the first sensor (e.g. 26a); 

a heating means (e.g. 24a) a second predetermined distance from both the first sensor (e.g. 26a) 
and the second sensor (e.g. 28a); and an output means (34) coupled with the first sensor (e.g. 26a) and 
the second sensor (e.g. 28a), capable of generating an output signal representative of the difference in 
temperature therebetween; 
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said method characterized by: 

determining the identity of the test fluid; 
passing the test fluid through the conduit (20); 

providing an input voltage to the heating means (e.g. 24a) to maintain the heating means (e.g. 24a) 
at a temperature greater than the temperature of the conduit (20); 
generating a test output signal; 

providing to a processing means (40) a data set which comprises the test output signal; and 
applying, via the processing means (40), a flow function to the data set to determine the flow rate 
of the test fluid. 

The method of claim 2 wherein the flow function is applied to the data set according to: 
u = (pCpUk)- 1 * [ Log,W) - Log.(^AT) ] 

where p is the density of the identified test fluid, c is the thermal capacity of the identified test fluid, L 
is the second predetermined distance, k is the thermal conductivity of the identified test fluid, ^ is 
constant which depends upon the geometry of the conduit (20), and AT is the temperature difference 
between the first sensor (e.g. 26a) and the second sensor (e.g. 28a), to determine the flow rate, u, of 
the test fluid. 

The method of claim 2 wherein the flow function is applied to the data set according to: 
f = frest * [ Log,(G s ) - Log.(G s - v e ) ] 

where £ tes t is an experimentally derived constant dependent upon the conduit (20) and the identified 
test fluid, G? is an experimentally derived constant voltage dependent upon the conduit (20), and v 0 is 
the output signal, to determine the flow rate, f, of the test fluid. 

The method of claim 2 wherein the flow function is applied to the data set according to: 
f = Aest * [ Log.(G s ) - Log.(G s - {v 0 - V offS8t }) ] 

where p\est is an experimentally derived constant dependent upon the conduit (20) and the identified 
test fluid, G, is an experimentally derived constant voltage dependent upon the conduit (20), v 0 is the 
output signal, and V offset is the output signal at zero flow, to determine the flow rate, f, of the test fluid. 

The method of claim 7 wherein the flow function is applied to the data set according to: 

f = /3te S t{t(pC p ^) r e,y[(pC f A) t e S t]} * [ Log.(G s ) = Lo 9 ,(G s = V 0 )J 

where p tagt is an experimentally derived constant dependent upon the conduit (20) and the identified 
test fluid, (pCp/k) ref relates to a reference fluid, (pCp/k)test relates to the identified test fluid, p is the 
density of the fluid, cp is the thermal capacity of the fluid, k is the thermal conductivity of the fluid, Gs 
an experimentally derived constant voltage dependent upon the conduit (20), and v e is the test output 
signal, to determine the flow rate, f, of the test fluid. 

The method of claim 2 wherein the flow function is applied to the data set according to: 

f = "Potest * {[(pC^ref/KpCp^Jtest]} ' [Log f (a tes iG s )- Lo 9 ,(a test -V e )] 

where a test and ftest are experimentally derived constants dependent upon the conduit (20) and the 
identified test fluid, (pCp/k) re f relates to a reference fluid, (pCp/k) test relates to the identified test fluid, p is 
the density of the fluid, c p is the thermal capacity of the fluid, k is the thermal conductivity of the fluid, 
G s is an experimentally derived constant voltage dependent upon the conduit (20), and v e is the test 
output signal, to determine the flow rate, f, of the identified test fluid. 

The method of claim 2 wh rein the test fluid is a gas. 
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9. A system for identifying a test fluid, characterized by: 

a conduit (20) which comprises a heating means (e.g. 24a); 

a voltage source (32) coupled with the heating means (e.g. 24a), capable of providing input voltage 
thereto; 

5 a means (e.g. 12) for passing the test fluid through the conduit (20); and 

a processing means (40) for comparing the input voltage with at least one reference input voltage 
to determine the identity of the test fluid. 

10. A system for determining the flow rate of a fluid, characterized by: 
70 a conduit (20) which comprises: 

a first sensor (e.g. 26a) ; 

a second sensor (e.g. 28a) a predetermined distance from the first sensor (e.g. 26a); and 

a heating means (e.g. 24a) between the first sensor (e.g. 26a) and the second sensor (e.g. 28a); 

an output means (34) coupled with the first sensor (e.g. 26a) and the second sensor (e.g. 28a), 
75 capable of generating an output signal representative of the difference in temperature between the first 
sensor (e.g. 26a) and the second sensor (e.g. 28a); 

a voltage source (32) coupled with the heating means (e.g. 24a), capable of providing input voltage 
thereto; 

a means (e.g. 12) for passing the fluid through the conduit (20); and 
20 a processing means (40) for applying a flow function to a data set which comprises the output 

signal, to determine the flow rate of the fluid. 
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FIG. 2(a) 
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